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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the evolving resistance repertoires within Beijing’s heritage-led gentrification. Drawing on
in-depth interviews and digital observation, it traces how residents’ practices shift across changing power
configurations, revealing the fluid and spectrum-like dynamics between everyday and rightful resistance under
authoritarian governance. In everyday encounters with newcomers, residents rely on verbal complaints, informal
disruptions and appeals to local authorities to defend social and spatial order. In confrontations with state-owned
enterprises, however, residents deploy discursive strategies on digital platforms. These practices are charac-
terised by “rules consciousness”, as residents mobilise official discourse and platform-specific regulations to
legitimise their claims. Online mobilisation has further facilitated collective petitions directed at the central
government, signalling the incipient emergence of rightful resistance. Although these efforts have not yet
translated into policy change, they have fostered collective identity, psychological support and forms of “digital
togetherness”. This study thus contributes to debates on resistance to gentrification by revealing the fluid and
genealogical nature of resistance in authoritarian governance in urban China.

1. Introduction

“Non-locals (wai di ren) can return to their hometowns, but for us,
this is our hometown. We have nowhere else to go.”

Nuo, a long-term resident of Beijing’s historic centre, articulates a
deep-rooted attachment to place shadowed by growing fears of being
displaced by heritage-led regeneration which aims to relocate part of
residents, followed by the “restorative construction (huifu xing xiujian)”
and “active utilisation (huohua liyong)”' of historic neighbourhoods. His
predicament is far from isolated. In a 2022 community survey conducted
in the Dashilar area,” 55.07% of residents expressed unwillingness to
participate in the government’s Application for Termination of Tenancy
(ATT, teng tui) scheme and relocate from the area. Yet displacement
under heritage-led regeneration is rarely reducible to outright eviction:
even those who remain in situ frequently experience subtle, multifaceted
forms of exclusion (Stabrowski, 2014; Chum, 2015; Sullivan, 2017;
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Elliott-Cooper et al., 2020; Lloyd, 2023; Liu et al., 2025b). In response to
the ongoing pressure, residents have been compelled to mobilise stra-
tegies of resistance aimed at safeguarding their rights and interests (Lees
et al., 2018). Moreover, gentrification also generates moral wrongs
rooted in multidimensional misrecognition, which can become equally
powerful triggers of resistance (Knieriem et al., 2025). These tensions
raise a broader question about how residents respond to the inequalities
produced by heritage-led gentrification, and how their resistance prac-
tices are dynamically reconfigured through ongoing interactions with
shifting political contexts?

A substantial body of scholarship has examined resistance to
gentrification from a range of analytical perspectives (Lees et al., 2018).
In terms of actors, resistance extends beyond long-term residents to
include marginal gentrifiers, whose organisational and cultural re-
sources can strengthen emergent housing movements (Lee, 2020;
Accornero and Carvalho, 2025). With regard to practices and strategies,
the repertoire ranges from stay-put and everyday survival tactics (Lees

! This information is drawn from the Opinions on the Protective Repair and Restorative Reconstruction of Courtyard and Single-story Houses in the Capital Function Core

Area (Beijing Municipal Planning and Natural Resources Commission, et al., 2021).

2 This is an internal investigation report provided by one interviewee (a state-owned enterprise employee) and has not been publicly released. This report
investigated residents (227 in total) living in the Dashilar area specifically within the Meidong demonstration zone.
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et al., 2018; Annunziata and Rivas-Alonso, 2018; Juhila and Perala,
2024) to digitally mediated mobilisation and counter-discursive claims-
making (Zhang et al., 2019; Mendes, 2020; Li, 2024). It further en-
compasses a range of people-power strategies, including “playing by the
rules”, mobilising, organising, prefiguring, and forming parties, which
housing movements combine and adapt to specific political contexts
(Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). Moreover, scholarship on resistance out-
comes highlights considerable variation in their material effects and
recognises that collective struggle can carry intrinsic social and psy-
chological significance beyond its immediate political outcomes
(Tattersall and Iveson, 2021; Li, 2024; Knieriem et al., 2025). Despite
this richness, a critical limitation persists. Existing studies tend to treat
political context as an external backdrop that shapes resistance, rather
than examining how resistance repertoires are dynamically produced or
reshaped through ongoing, relational engagements with political power.

This limitation is particularly pronounced in contexts where urban
transformation is strongly shaped by the state. In such settings, gover-
nance operates through what Sakizlioglu and Uitermark (2014) call the
politics of classification and timing, which fragment and demobilise
resistance by selectively labelling residents and sequencing in-
terventions. Legitimising discourses such as “voluntary relocation”,
“heritage protection” and “the public interest” reconfigure the bound-
aries of acceptable resistance and subtly undermine the legitimacy of
residents’ claims (Liu et al., 2025b). In authoritarian contexts, where
overt dissent entails significant political risk, residents are compelled to
prioritise strategies that are first safe, and then effective (Scott, 1985;
O’Brien and Li, 2006; Tafti et al., 2024). Under these conditions, resis-
tance cannot be understood as purely oppositional. Rather, it is rela-
tionally constituted through the strategic navigation of, and negotiation
with, power structures that both constrain and enable action. A dynamic
perspective is therefore necessary to capture how resistance repertoires
are continually reconfigured through ongoing engagements with shift-
ing political contexts.

To address this gap, this study draws on in-depth interviews and
digital observations conducted across Beijing’s historical neighbour-
hoods between 2022 and 2025. We examine how long-term residents
navigate resistance repertoires under two intersecting power configu-
rations: everyday encounters with the influx of newcomers brought by
heritage-led regeneration projects (Huang et al., 2025), and confronta-
tions with official institutions (Huang et al., 2014; Smith, 2020; Cao,
2022), primarily state-owned enterprises (SOEs), implementing ATT
policy. Situated in a context where heritage conservation discourse
simultaneously legitimises displacement and constrains the boundaries
of permissible dissent, Beijing’s historical neighbourhoods offer a
revelatory site for examining how political context and resistance are
dynamically co-constituted.

Empirically, this study identifies four modalities of resistance among
Beijing’s long-term residents: everyday resistance (Scott, 1985;
Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016), digitally mediated discursive resis-
tance (Zhang et al., 2019; Li, 2024), rules-conscious contention (Perry,
2009; Tattersall and Iveson, 2021), and rightful resistance (O’Brien and
Li, 2006; Smith, 2020; Cao, 2022; Wen, 2023). Analytically, we adopt a
spectral perspective to conceptualise resistance as a dynamic field of
overlapping practices rather than discrete categories. This spectrum is
not conceived as a linear progression. Rather, the modalities are fluid
and combinable, with residents strategically moving between and
combining them in response to the political conditions and power re-
lations they encounter in specific contexts (Lilja et al., 2017; Charlton,
2018). Central to understanding this dynamic is Perry’s (2009, 2010)
concept of “rules consciousness”, which captures residents’ tendency to
operate within state-sanctioned rules rather than challenge them
directly. This orientation cuts across all four modalities and gives
resistance in Beijing its distinctive character. The theoretical framework
underpinning this analysis is developed in greater detail in the following
section.
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2. Resistance as a spectrum

This study conceptualises resistance as a spectrum ranging from
covert to overt, individualised to organised, quiet to noisy, and nonvi-
olent to violent (Fig. 1), rather than as a fixed or binary condition
(DeVerteuil et al., 2009; Lilja et al., 2017; Charlton, 2018). At one end of
the spectrum, under highly repressive conditions, subaltern groups are
often unable to organise public protest and instead rely on covert and
informal practices such as foot dragging, poaching and sabotage,
described by Scott (1985) as everyday “weapons of the weak” or by
Bayat (2000) as “quiet encroachment of the ordinary”. Empirical ex-
amples range from peasants in rural Malaysia (Scott, 1985) to street
vendors in Zimbabwe (Bandauko and Arku, 2025). At the other end of
the spectrum, resistance takes the form of organised and public mobi-
lisation, such as the housing movements documented in London (Lees
and Ferreri, 2016), Lisbon (Accornero and Carvalho, 2025), Barcelona
and Cape Town (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). Situated between these
poles is rightful resistance, which operates close to authorised institu-
tional channels and employs official rhetoric and commitments to
constrain the exercise of power (O’Brien and Li, 2006). These forms of
contention are not static. Rather, actors may shift and combine reper-
toires in response to changing political opportunities and constraints,
producing context-specific configurations of resistance (Lilja et al.,
2017; Charlton, 2018; De Geest and De Nys-Ketels, 2019; Tattersall and
Iveson, 2021).

A spectral lens enables a more nuanced understanding of the dy-
namic evolution, situational embeddedness and political significance of
resistance. In theory, resistance repertoires may emerge at any point
along this spectrum. In practice, however, overt and confrontational
forms of resistance are highly constrained in authoritarian contexts
(Scott, 1985; Tattersall and Iveson, 2021; Tafti et al., 2024). The forms
of contention examined in this study therefore lie primarily between
everyday resistance and rightful resistance. Building on this perspective,
the study conceptualises resistance as a dynamic spectrum in which
these two modes of contention interact and shift in response to changing
political opportunities and constraints.

2.1. Everyday resistance in gentrifying contexts

Everyday resistance, first proposed by Scott (1985) to analyse covert,
individualised acts of subaltern defiance, has since been extended to a
broader range of urban contexts, including gentrification (Juhila and
Perdla, 2024), where residents facing displacement mobilise quiet,
individualised, and routine practices to assert their right to remain. The
dynamism of everyday resistance lies in its embeddedness within shift-
ing power relations and spatial-temporal configurations. This
complexity is effectively captured by Johansson and Vinthagen’s (2016)
critical framework, which conceptualises everyday resistance through
repertoires, relationships, spatialities, and temporalities. The relation-
ships among actors, such as resisters and targets, are shaped by shifting
configurations of power (Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016). Everyday
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Fig. 1. The conceptual spectrum of resistance.
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resistance does not necessarily originate from an oppressed group
challenging domination from above (Hollander and Einwohner, 2004),
it may also be enacted by actors who, at least structurally, occupy more
privileged positions (Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016).

In gentrifying contexts, spatiality and temporality emerge as espe-
cially salient dimensions. Space is not merely a material backdrop but a
socially produced terrain of inclusion and exclusion (Johansson and
Vinthagen, 2016). Everyday acts of spatial reclaiming demonstrate how
cultural practices can constitute forms of territorial resistance. For
instance, Black residents in Washington DC mobilised go-go music as a
sonic intervention to contest the erasure and displacement engendered
by gentrification (Summers, 2021). Temporality operates with equal
force: stay-put tactics of prolonged delay and non-relocation constitute a
form of resistance in their own right (Lees et al., 2018), while the tension
between nostalgic attachments to place and anxious orientations toward
an uncertain future intensifies the motivations underpinning present-
day acts of defiance (Annunziata and Rivas-Alonso, 2020).

A growing body of scholarship documents the extension of everyday
resistance into discursive and digitally mediated forms (Lawreniuk,
2021; O’Meara, 2019; Tan and Altrock, 2016; Zhang et al., 2019). While
authoritative actors deploy discursive tactics to legitimise exclusionary
policies and stigmatise residents as threats to urban order (Sakizlioglu
and Uitermark, 2014; Bandauko and Arku, 2024), affected communities
actively mobilise counter-discourses to contest official narratives and
assert alternative claims to legitimacy and belonging (Zhang et al.,
2019). This mode of resistance, centred on discursive strategies and
mediated through social media platforms, constitutes a significant mo-
dality of resistance mobilisation, capable of achieving large-scale coor-
dination efficiently beyond the constraints of physical time and space
(Accornero and Carvalho, 2025; Li, 2024; McElroy and Vergerio, 2022;
Mendes, 2020; O’Meara, 2019). Digital storytelling further strengthens
interpersonal connections among resisters, fostering solidarity and a
shared sense of collective identity through the articulation of common
grievances and visions of justice (Li, 2024). Moreover, the relative an-
onymity of loose ties afforded by digital platforms also mitigates the risk
of persecution, a feature of particular significance in authoritarian
contexts where public dissent carries substantial personal risk (Li, 2024;
Tattersall and Iveson, 2021).

2.2. Rightful resistance and rules consciousness in China’s context

However, under certain conditions, everyday resistance may tran-
scend its conceptual boundaries and evolve into other forms of resis-
tance. When residents face more urgent threats of eviction or housing
insecurity, individualised forms of everyday resistance often prove
insufficient to ensure survival or to challenge unjust policies. This may
lead to a shift toward more public, collective, and politicised modes of
resistance (Charlton, 2018). For example, in the slum-upgrading project
in Nagpur, India, residents ranged and shifted from silent coping stra-
tegies of “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2000) and “everyday resistance”
to more open, outright protest (De Geest and De Nys-Ketels, 2019). The
case of Guangzhou, China, illustrated that when street vendors
encountered survival crises under exclusionary governance actions,
everyday nonviolent resistance may escalate into violent confrontation
(Huang et al., 2014). Moreover, the involvement of external actors, such
as NGOs and civil society organisations, can enhance organisational
capacity, discursive legitimacy, and access to action-oriented channels,
enabling resistance to move from hidden to visible forms (Charlton,
2018; Zhang et al., 2019; Thurber et al., 2021).

In China’s context, resisters often resort to rightful resistance to
transcend the limitations of everyday resistance, thereby creating
openings to negotiate with authorities and assert their claims. It operates
by exploiting the division within the state to find elite alliances inside
the system (O’Brien and Li, 2006; O’Brien, 2013). In this vein, it affirms,
rather than challenging, the legitimacy of the central government, while
invoking existing laws, regulations, and official values to justify
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resisters’ claims and mitigate the risks of repression (Tafti et al., 2024).
As O’Brien and Li (2006) emphasise, rightful resistance is invariably
noisy, public and more visible to its targets compared with everyday
resistance. A common repertoire involves resisters joining forces to
petition higher levels of government to intervene in, and potentially
alter, the practices of local authorities (see Smith, 2020; Cao, 2022; Wen,
2023).

Similarly, Perry (2009, 2010) employs the concept of rules con-
sciousness to explain Chinese protesters’ consistent tendency to comply
with, or strategically “play by”, established rules. Resisters tend to
operate within a widely understood set of rules that emerge gradually
through interactions and negotiations with state power. This concept
underscores that resistance practices are grounded in the state’s rules
rather than in a rights consciousness shaped by Western contexts. It
resonates with Keane’s (2001) definition of Chinese “citizenship” as
rooted in socio-economic entitlements rather than articulated as “po-
litical claims against the state” (see also Shin, 2013). Importantly, Perry
(2010) advanced this notion precisely to counter arguments that the rise
of resistance in China reflects a growing rights consciousness or the
emergence of “civil society”. It aims to characterise the behavioural
orientation of resisters rather than to delineate a distinct form of resis-
tance. Clearly, rules consciousness constitutes a key feature of rightful
resistance (O’Brien, 2013), while it may also permeate everyday prac-
tices, especially under authoritarian governance.

2.3. Empowerment of resistance

Existing scholarship offers divergent assessments of the outcomes of
resistance to gentrification, suggesting that results are closely shaped by
both the forms of contention and the political contexts in which they
unfold. In democratic settings, more organised and institutionalised
strategies can sometimes generate tangible gains. Housing movements
may deploy a range of people-power strategies, which can expand res-
idents’ political capacity and open opportunities to influence urban
governance (Lee, 2020; Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). Empirical studies
further show that such mobilisation can consolidate activist networks
and foster new contentious collective identities around housing strug-
gles (Accornero and Carvalho, 2025). Moreover, rightful resistance
under authoritarian governance, in some cases, also secured partial
victories and policy adjustments (O’Brien and Li, 2006; Perry, 2010;
Zhang et al., 2016; Cao, 2022; Wen, 2023), thereby reinforcing resisters’
commitment to this rule-based approach.

However, less organised and more everyday forms of resistance often
have limited capacity to alter redevelopment trajectories, particularly
where state or market actors possess overwhelming institutional power.
In authoritarian or highly constrained governance contexts, rule-abiding
and everyday practices may allow residents to express grievances and
negotiate limited concessions, yet they rarely challenge the broader
direction of urban transformation (O’Brien and Li, 2006; Smith, 2020).
Authorities can further weaken opposition through symbolic and tem-
poral governance strategies. For example, Sakizlioglu and Uitermark
(2014) demonstrate that gentrification promoters deliberately manipu-
late timing by sustaining prolonged periods of uncertainty to exhaust
residents’ capacity for resistance before applying concentrated pressure
to compel relocation (also see Liu et al., 2025b).

At the same time, resistance should not be evaluated solely in terms
of its material outcomes. Participation in housing struggles can generate
important social and psychological effects, including solidarity, collec-
tive identity, and mutual recognition among residents. In some cases,
movements cultivate a “counterculture of compensatory respect” that
sustains dignity and collective meaning even when political demands
are not realised (Honneth, 1995; Knieriem et al., 2025). Moreover,
digitally mediated resistance on social media can transcend spatio-
temporal constraints, fostering forms of “digital togetherness” that sus-
tain solidarity among dispersed participants (Li, 2024).
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3. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore how
residents experience and contest heritage-led regeneration in Beijing. It
was based on two data sources: semi-structure interviews and digital
observation (Kozinets and Gretzel, 2024; Xu and Bailey, 2024). Field-
work was conducted in Beijing’s historical neighbourhoods located in
Xicheng and Dongcheng districts between November 2022 and March
2023, and subsequently from July to September 2024. The first phase of
fieldwork focused on in-person interviews with residents and relevant
stakeholders. In the second phase, attention shifted to residents’ online
interactions, including group chats and content shared on social media
platforms. This phase also included supplementary offline interviews
with a broader range of newcomers to these neighbourhoods.

First, semi-structured interviews were conducted with various
groups of residents and relevant stakeholders. In total, fifty-eight semi-
structured interviews were conducted. Thirty-nine participants were
long-term residents of the selected historic neighbourhoods, 30 of whom
lived in state-managed public housing units. It reflects the ATT policy’s
primary focus on this housing category. Ten additional interviewees
were recent arrivals who had moved into renovated siheyuan courtyards
within the past two years, offering insights into newcomer-resident
dynamics. The sample also included three government officials
involved in community governance, urban planning, and cultural
tourism; two NGO practitioners; two heritage photography bloggers
specialising in Beijing’s historic centre; one real estate agent focused on
courtyard property transactions; and one academic expert in urban
regeneration.

To ensure spatial diversity, the nine communities were selected from
different geographic sectors of Beijing’s historic districts, including four
communities in Xicheng District and five in Dongcheng District. Among
the resident interviewees (39 long-term residents and 10 newcomers),
23 lived in or had previously lived in Xicheng District, while the
remaining 26 were from Dongcheng District. Participants were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling to capture those directly
affected by heritage-led regeneration policies. Firstly, the first author
conducted semi-structured interviews in a walking format, engaging
with residents who remained in the neighbourhoods, allowing for more
natural and situated conversations. Secondly, snowball sampling was
employed to reach a broader group of residents, particularly those who
had already relocated from the historic neighbourhoods. Within each
community, at least two participants were interviewed, resulting in a
sample that reflected differences in demographic background, tenure
status, and levels of involvement with regeneration processes. All in-
terviews were conducted in a one-on-one format and ranged from 30 to
120 min in length. Interview questions covered a range of themes,
including housing histories, policy encounters, motivations for staying
or leaving, everyday experiences of spatial change, everyday encounters
between residents and newcomers, and the emergence and evolution of
resistance practices under the ATT regime.

Second, online data collected through participant observation in
WecChat group chats, and the gathering of texts, images, and videos
shared on Chinese social media platforms, primarily from Wechat
Channels (shi pin hao). During the fieldwork, the first author was invited
to join two WeChat groups with 667 members (Groupl-500; Group2-
173) until August 2025. These groups consisted entirely of house-
holders and current or former residents of siheyuan neighbourhoods,
primarily those living in public housing. The groups discussed renewal
policies, government compensation plans, and shared experiences and
ideas for mutual support. The first author observed discussions and
recorded key information within group chats without intervening.

To address ethical considerations, several procedures were followed.
Oral informed consent was first obtained from the group owner, who
subsequently invited the researcher to join the groups. At the time of the
invitation, the group owner informed members of the researcher’s
identity and research purpose, and no objections were raised. In
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addition, any content cited in the paper was used only with the consent
of the individual who posted it. This consent was obtained by adding the
user as a WeChat contact and requesting informed consent through a
private digital message.

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Qualitative data were analysed using ATLAS.ti, combining both deduc-
tive and inductive approaches. The first round of coding generated a
binary framework linking residents’ motivation and actions, with the
resulting codes categorised under two power configurations: residents
facing newcomers or state institutions. The second round focused on
residents’ discursive strategies on social media, leading to the identifi-
cation of three key analytical dimensions: discursive confrontation with
official narratives, citation of legal and regulatory texts, and mobi-
lisation of public support. Finally, drawing on existing literature on
everyday resistance, rightful resistance, and rules of consciousness, we
then located these codes within a conceptual spectrum. All interviews
were conducted with the informed consent of participants. The collec-
tion and anonymised use of group chat content were likewise under-
taken with the informed consent of all group members involved. To
ensure ethical integrity and protect participants’ privacy, all names used
in this study are pseudonyms.

4. Policy contexts

This study was conducted in Beijing’s historical neighbourhoods
because of the increasing tensions between long-term residents and
heritage-led regeneration projects. Beijing’s historic centre located
within the Second Ring Road, preserves the traditional architectural
form of siheyuan (courtyard houses), hutong (alleys) compounds, dating
back to the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing dynasties (1644-1912). Since
the 1990 s, the city has undergone inner-city redevelopment centred on
demolition and reconstruction, leading to the large-scale disappearance
of historic neighbourhoods. This model soon triggered opposition from
heritage experts and cultural preservationists (Zhang et al., 2019). In
2005, the local government shifted towards a heritage-led urban
regeneration, and in 2019, formally institutionalised the ATT policy,
which primarily targets the regeneration of public housing (gong
fang).>The ATT prohibits demolition and structural alternations of his-
toric buildings and violent eviction. Instead, it encourages residents to
apply for relocation “voluntarily”. Once they move out, SOEs are
authorised to restoratively renovate the properties, which are then
commercialised through rental or sale (Liu et al., 2025a).

However, the current ATT policy imposed a dual impact on resi-
dents’ everyday life. One key aspect involves upgrading and renovating
housing units are rented to newcomers at substantially higher rates or
converted for commercial purposes. Existing literature show that these
newcomers differ significantly from earlier waves of migrant workers.
They are predominantly younger, higher-income groups, including
white-collar professionals working nearby, as well as artists and social
media influencers drawn by the neighbourhoods’ historical and cultural
atmosphere (Cao, 2024; Huang et al., 2025). Some are also entrepre-
neurs or small business owners who have established culture-related
commercial operations in the area. In addition, a small but growing
group of super-wealthy individuals has purchased or leased entire
siheyuan courtyards, repurposing them as exclusive urban villas, office
spaces or high-end private clubs. This mechanism has significantly
transformed the spatial, social and cultural norms in historical neigh-
bourhoods, making a clear process of gentrification (Gonzalez Martinez,

3 Public housing (gongfang): refers to the welfare housing under the socialist
regime in pre-reform urban China, whereby the state distributed housing to
work units, which then assigned them to individual employees or families to
meet their basic needs. While the ownership remained with the state or work
units, individuals held usage rights with nominal rents, typically inheritable by
their children (Chen et al., 2013).
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2016; Chen and Zhang, 2021).

At the same time, the policy has markedly reduced the compensa-
tions for relocating residents compared to the earlier phase of real
restate-led redevelopment. Due to the rising housing prices, cash
compensation is no longer sufficient to purchase new homes in the city
centre. In addition, the compensated housing units are often located in
remote suburban areas, causing considerable disruption to residents’
everyday life. As a result, many residents who had hoped to move were
compelled to remain in place, unable to improve their housing condi-
tions and effectively deprived of avenues to negotiate with the author-
ities (Liu et al., 2025b). In response, they have devised a series of
resistance repertoires to navigate the resulting socio-spatial constrains
and to contest the perceived injustices embedded in the implementation
of policy. The aim of this study is to illuminate these situated and
evolving practices.

5. Dynamic repertoires of resistance in different power
configurations

This section traces how these repertoires are enacted in response to
different targets of resistance. First, we examine residents’ moral and
spatial contestations directed at newcomers during everyday encoun-
ters within the neighbourhood. These interactions reflect efforts to
defend local norms and reclaim symbolic ownership of neighbourhood
space. Second, we highlight a strategic redirection of resistance towards
SOEs, marking a shift from interpersonal grievance to institutional
critique. In this context, residents engage in discursive tactics on social
media, strategically invoking state policies and legal discourse to legit-
imise their claims and mobilise broader publics. These practices reveal a
pronounced rules consciousness (Perry, 2010). Such rule-based claims
occasionally escalate into collective petitions to higher-level authorities,
signalling the emergence of rightful resistance (O’Brien and Li, 2006).

5.1. Boundary-making and everyday contestations against newcomers

As previously noted, the ATT scheme has placed newcomers and
long-term residents in proximity, at times even within the same court-
yard. In this gentrification process, everyday frictions and tensions have
become inevitable, arising from different lifestyles, cultural background,
and forms of spatial use. From the residents’ perspective, newcomers are
perceived as disrupting established rhythms of everyday life and
threatening their social and spatial dominance. As a result, resistance to
gentrification in physical space often takes the form of obstructing or
interfering with the everyday routine of newcomers. These practices
include verbal confrontation, operational obstruction and everyday
sabotage, and administrative complaints to local officials. Such actions
reflect residents’ attempts to preserve a resident-led social order by
discouraging further in-migration and asserting control over the
neighbourhoods’ spatial norms.

Firstly, a frequently observed repertoire of everyday resistance is
verbal confrontation, often taking the form of complaints, warnings, or
even subtle threats directed at newcomers. Many new residents reported
encountering verbal confrontations with long-term neighbours. Many
long-term residents were hesitant to initiate open conflict, partly due to
the desire to maintain a superficial sense of harmony in the close-knit
courtyard setting, where privacy is limited and social proximity is
high. As daily interactions were inevitable, prolonged disputes risked
significantly disrupting everyday life. In these cases, verbal resistance
functioned as a pre-emptive form of behavioural correction, designed to
alert newcomers to problematic behaviour without escalating the situ-
ation. For instance, a restaurant operator recounted how the neigh-
bouring resident approached them during renovation:

“She said that the water leakage from her roof was caused by our
renovation. But we had just came here, and she kept complaining. So, I
asked the renovator to go check the cause of the leakage for her.” (Fei,
new tenant in a public housing).
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Other examples included complaints about renovation blocking
sunlight, air conditioning units installed facing neighbours’ windows, or
furniture obstructing shared pathways. However, if these soft tactics
proved ineffective, residents sometimes escalated their verbal strategy,
resorting to more hostile expressions, including intimidation and veiled
threats.

Secondly, when verbal strategies proved insufficient, some residents
escalated their resistance through operational obstruction and everyday
sabotage aimed at disrupting newcomers’ routines and asserting control
over contested spaces (Scott, 1985; Summers, 2021). A new resident
recalled how parking in front of the courtyard led to silent retaliation:

“I parked my motorbike outside, but space is limited. The next day, I
found my tyre was punctured.” (Jin, a resident moved out in childhood
and came back to public house recently)

In another case, a resident alleged that a neighbour sabotaged his
newly installed internet wiring:

“She said my cable interfered with hers and caused slow internet. I
explained it wasn’t. Then she just cut my cable.” (Niu, tenant in private
housing)

Other forms of sabotage included occupying shared pathways with
personal belongings, monopolising parking spaces, obstructing air con-
ditioning vents or dumping rubbish in contested spaces (see Fig. 2).
These actions typically inflicted minor but persistent inconvenience,
compelling newcomers to adjust their behaviour or enter negotiation.

A third mode of everyday resistance entailed the strategically
invoking state authority by lodging complaints, tactically disrupting
newcomers’ activities. Residents often reported the disruptive impacts
of commercial operations, particularly bars and restaurants, within
residential zones of the historic district. Complaints regarding noise
pollution, waste disposal, or altered land use often led to official sanc-
tions, including fines, temporary shutdowns, or even permanent clo-
sures. Some newcomers were reported for violating local regulations,
such as operating short-term Airbnb-style rentals. Since 2019, such
practices have been officially prohibited, and some long-term residents
positioned themselves as self-appointed monitors of these infractions.
Moreover, housing renovation disputes frequently led to formal com-
plaints, especially when construction was perceived as intrusive or in
violation of preservation codes. As one new homeowner recalled:

“IT had already spent a lot of money on buying a house, so I wanted to

Fig. 2. Resident dumping piles of rubbish onto a car encroaching on a parking
space in Beijing’s hutong. Source: saved by the first author on Red (Chines social
media platform) with copyright permission, originally posted on 15
November 2023.
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save on renovation. But a neighbour reported us, and we had to pay a
fine and stop construction.” (Wang, homeowner)

This repertoire illustrates the flexibility and tactical diversity of
everyday resistance in gentrifying spaces. Within this power configu-
ration, long-term residents are not the archetypal subaltern of Scott’s
(1985) weapons of the “weak”; rather, their longstanding habitation
provides them with dense social networks and intimate local knowledge,
affording them a situational advantage over newcomers despite
economically disadvantaged in broader structural terms (Hollander and
Einwohner, 2004; Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016). As such, residents
frequently emerge as the more assertive actors, proactively initiating
everyday aggression. Residents frequently recounted that some new-
comers, unable to withstand persistent disruptions and pressures,
eventually chose to leave. At least in these instances, residents achieved
a temporary victory in the contest over physical space.

Yet these small-scale gains have limited capacity to disrupt the
structural forces driving gentrification. The ATT policy continues to
advance across historical neighbourhoods, steadily reshaping the de-
mographic, social and spatial configurations (Liu et al., 2025a). Con-
fronted with this persistent transformation, residents have also directed
their resistance towards the power apparatus represented by SOEs,
seeking to defend their entitlements and to negotiate a more empowered
position.

5.2. Challenging SOEs: From digital everyday acts to rightful resistance

As gentrification deepened and the regeneration process became
increasingly institutionalised, residents found themselves confronting
more powerful and elusive targets: SOEs and their affiliates facilitating
dispossession and spatial exclusion. This power configuration places
residents at a distinct disadvantage which compelled them to adopt
more platform-mediated and discursive resistance (Li, 2024). Social
media, such as WeChat, became critical arenas for discursive engage-
ment, enabling residents to articulate grievances, expose institutional
misconduct, and call for state accountability in ways that remain
politically safe yet symbolically disruptive. The tactics of resistance thus
adapted accordingly—from bodily obstruction to rhetorical strategy,
from spatial confrontation to digital performance. As a public housing
resident angrily complained in group chat:

“The ATT is unfair for us, it is a unilateral fabrication by the SOEs,
(without any legal basis) used to bully us. Together, our collective
strength will overturn their despotic agreement!” (Muyou, group 2)

In the context of heritage-led redevelopment in Beijing, SOEs func-
tion as the “third hand” of the government: they are structurally
embedded within the state apparatus, financially backed by public
funding, and policy-driven in their operations (Huang, 2011; Liu et al.,
2025a). Yet, when residents voice grievances about relocations, unjust
compensations, or the erosion of everyday life, their criticisms are
tactically directed at SOEs and their affiliated interest groups, including
media outlets, think tanks, and real estate agents, rather than the gov-
ernment. As a notice issued by one of leaders in group chat stated:

“A gentle reminder: political topics cannot be discussed in this group.
Please always remain mindful, so that our group chat can continue to
exist in the long term.” (Sheng, group 2)

This discursive redirection allows residents to uphold the legitimacy
of the state while contesting the outcomes of state-led redevelopment
(Perry, 2010; Shin, 2013). In online posts, residents frequently empha-
sise that government policies are well-intentioned but have been dis-
torted by the self-serving interests of SOEs who “deceive superiors and
bully subordinates” (gishang manxia), pursuing profit at the expense of
public interest.

Residents’ distrust toward SOEs was further deepened by what many
perceived as opaque and unjust compensation practices. Several in-
terviewees described how, due to severe information asymmetries and a
lack of procedural transparency, SOEs appropriated government-funded
resettlement housings which are units officially designated for original
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residents displaced by the regeneration process. According to interviews
and videos circulated on social media, not all newly constructed apart-
ments were made available to eligible residents. Instead, a portion of
these units were either retained internally by SOEs for profit-making
through market sales or quietly allocated to individuals with political
or economic privilege. As a result, many long-term residents were
effectively excluded from the benefits of redevelopment, unable to ac-
cess the housing or compensation to which they were ostensibly entitled.
These perceptions of procedural injustice became a key factor in legiti-
mising grassroots resistance. Rather than positioning themselves in op-
position to state policy per se, residents framed their grievances as a call
for fairness in implementation and equitable distribution (O’Brien and
Li, 2006; Perry, 2010).

Two emblematic incidents marked the intensification of digitally
mediated resistance. The first involved a resident Sheng, working as a
lawyer, who obtained evidence of corruption within the SOEs respon-
sible for executing the relocation project in their neighbourhood. Upon
securing himself and materials, this resident filed a formal complaint
with the district government, denouncing the unlawful practices
embedded in the regeneration scheme. Simultaneously, he disseminated
the findings on a public WeChat account, using video-based content to
expose specific details, mobilise broader public attention, and encourage
other residents to collect and share evidence in defence of their rights. As
the videos circulated rapidly on social media, they attracted significant
attention, prompting residents to engage through comments, follows,
and requests to join private WeChat groups. Gradually, the circulation of
videos gave rise to increasingly active group chats, transforming WeChat
from a communication tool into a critical battleground—both for coor-
dinating real-world action and for shaping discursive authority online.

A second incident redirected residents’ resistance toward official
media outlets and government-affiliated think tanks. A popular televi-
sion program aired on Beijing Satellite TV, titled Take a Step Forward
(Xiangqian Yibu Zou), claimed to provide a platform for dialogue be-
tween citizens and the state, addressing pressing public concerns.
Several episodes featured discussions on the regeneration of Beijing’s
historic neighbourhoods, bringing together residents and policy experts.
However, remarks made by invited experts during the pro-
gram—particularly those that stigmatised public housing residents and
framed public housing (gong fang) as public rental housing”(PRH, gong
zu fang), asserting that “the state owns the property and therefore has
the right to reclaim it"—provoked intense backlash within resident
WeChat groups. In response, some residents reported the program
through official government hotlines and the TV station’s complaint
system. Beyond the organised chat groups, many residents also posted
criticisms in video comment sections, with some resorting to personal
attacks against the featured experts. As one widely circulated message in
a WeChat group declared, media professionals and policy advisors were
nothing more than lobbyists for SOEs:

“They take the money and shield the clients from trouble” (na ren
gian cai, ti ren xiao zai). (Yan, Group 2)

These repertoires can be understood as a transitional phase between
everyday resistance and more organised forms of rightful resistance.
While discussions in the WeChat group occasionally involved com-
plaints about SOEs and references to legal rules, they were primarily
characterised by informal exchanges of grievances rather than coordi-
nated collective mobilisation. Complaints concerning corruption in
SOEs and television programmes were typically initiated by individual
participants rather than emerging from organised action. Participation

4 In mainland China, the PRH refers to government-supported rental units
with regulated rents, offered to eligible households experiencing housing dif-
ficulties and to newly employed workers without housing. Tenancy contracts
are usually signed for a fixed term and may be renewed subject to eligibility.
The specific management rules vary across cities. It is a modern approach and
differ from traditional socialist welfare housing (Hu and Huang, 2024).
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in the group was voluntary and loosely structured, and expressions of
discontent were largely confined to the semi-private space of the chat
group. In this sense, these practices functioned mainly as discursive
forms of everyday resistance, while simultaneously facilitating an
informal process of mobilisation that gradually brought dispersed resi-
dents together through the digital platform. Through these interactions,
the group chat created a social environment in which rule-based claims
and collective awareness could emerge, laying the groundwork for the
subsequent development of more formal mobilisation and the eventual
emergence of rightful resistance. The following section examines these
discursive strategies in greater depth, focusing on how residents mobi-
lise legal rhetoric, platform-specific norms and networked solidarities to
legitimise their claims and contest displacement (Perry, 2010).

5.2.1. Rules consciousness: discursive and digital repertoires

Leveraging social media, discursive strategies have emerged as a
primary repertoire of residents’ resistance to SOEs-driven, top-down
gentrification. This repertoire is distinctly shaped by rules conscious-
ness, primarily encompassing the invocation of official policies to
legitimise claims, the tactical engagement of platform-specific rules.

Firstly, rules consciousness was manifested in efforts to frame justice
by invoking legal discourse. A key element in this discursive contesta-
tion was the differentiation between public housing and public rental
housing. Residents invoked historical policies to substantiate their claim
that public housing has been allocated by the state as a long-standing
welfare in the past socialist regime. As such, they argued, the state did
not possess the unilateral authority to reclaim these properties without
fair compensation. This distinction became central to challenging offi-
cial narratives that framed public housing as state-owned and thus
subject to recall. In residents’ accounts, such interpretations were not
only legally dubious but also morally illegitimate, denying the historical
and emotional significance of place.

Many residents expressed strong objections and substantiated their
claims with a range of supporting evidence in WeChat groups. As one
resident powerfully stated:

“Welfare housing is something our parents and grandparents earned
through a lifetime of hard work for the country. It’s not just a place to
live—it’s personal property. The only reason the issue of ownership
wasn’t clarified back then is because they were too busy working and
serving the nation to deal with it. And now, those in power twist the
meaning of welfare housing and look down on people like us. That’s
exactly why our generation—no matter how hard things get—has to
fight to resolve this historical injustice. Our belief is simple: protect
what’s ours. Make the most of what we’ve rightfully earned. Pass it on.
And through our own actions, defend not just our homes, but our dignity
and our place in this country.” (Mang, Group 2)

To further legitimise their claims, residents also cited policies enac-
ted during the period of housing privatisation. They pointed out that, in
the past, welfare housing in Beijing fell into two categories: single storey
siheyuan houses, and newly constructed multi-storey apartment build-
ings. In the 1980 s, as China began to advance housing privatisation
reform, residents in apartments were permitted by the state to buy out
property rights from the state or their work units by paying money in
combination with years of service. Curiously, however, most residents
living in siheyuan were excluded from this scheme, resulting in the
continued prevalence of public housing in historic centre (Liu et al.,
2025a). As such, they contended that the current ATT policy of
reclaiming housing at compensation rates far below market value is
unjust, as they could have been entitled to the same privatisation scheme
that benefitted apartment residents.

Building on this, some resident compared past welfare housing to the
current housing provident fund system to affirm the legitimacy and
inalienability of their rights. Citing the 1994 State Council and 2005
Beijing municipal government documents on housing reform which
stated the aims of “terminating in-kind housing allocation” and “estab-
lishing the housing provident fund scheme”, residents argued that
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welfare housing was the predecessor of the provident fund scheme,
rather than equivalent to current public rental housing:

“Public housing, housing provident fund are essentially the same
thing, merely different forms in different periods. In essence, they are all
allocations of work-related welfare. That means these public housing
units should be considered private assets—compensation granted by the
state to the older generation of workers—not social rental housing that
we can only lease now.” (Lang, Group 2)

e In the planned economy era, the wages of the older generation
were particularly low, and the public housing was part of employees’
wage. So it is private property actually...... ” (Ping, Group 2)

Residents also pointed to current differences in how the government
manages public housing and public rental housing to challenge official
narratives that conflate the two. One resident underscored the distinc-
tive features of public housing by asking:

“Our public housing can be lived in permanently, and it can even be
inherited. The rent is extremely low—it’s barely changed since my
mother’s time. Doesn’t that show it’s a welfare? Can you inherit public
rental housing today?” (Chun, resident in public house)

In addition to affirming the legitimacy of their claims, another focal
point of discursive resistance was to expose the illegality of the current
ATT policy, which residents described as a “conspiracy.” First, they
argued that the policy itself lacks explicit legal authorisation or codifi-
cation and therefore operates without necessary legal constraints during
implementation. This perceived illegality became a key basis for legiti-
mising their resistance. Second, residents challenged the official framing
of the policy as being oriented toward “heritage preservation” and
“livelihood improvement,” instead characterising its underlying purpose
as profit-making. They cited Article 19 of the Regulations on the Expro-
priation and Compensation of Houses on State-Owned Land, which stipu-
lates that compensation for expropriated houses must not fall below the
market value of comparable real estate on the date of the expropriation
decision. From this perspective, residents interpreted the ATT policy as a
de facto expropriation process disguised under newly coined terminol-
ogy, designed to enable the SOEs to acquire housing at low cost and
profit from high-value redevelopment. As one resident critically
remarked on the unjust practices of SOEs:

“Ordinary people are prohibited by the government from using their
own homes for commercial purposes, yet once the same houses are taken
over and renovated by SOEs, they are openly used for business. This is a
clear case of ‘what is forbidden to the people is allowed to the officials.’”
(Zhou, Group 1)

Secondly, rules consciousness was also evident in residents’
platform-specific tactics to evade censorship and sustain resistance.
Aware of digital surveillance and keyword filtering, they adapted their
discursive strategies to the regulatory logics of platforms such as
WecChat, demonstrating a high level of digital literacy. Three main tac-
tics were observed: keyword substitution to evade censorship, mass
commenting to boost visibility, and coordinated reporting to suppress
adversarial contents.

To bypass automated moderation, residents used homophones,
deliberate misspellings, and nonstandard characters to encode politi-
cally sensitive terms, making them legible to peers but invisible to al-
gorithms (also see in O’ Meara, 2019). For instance, one resident referred
to a government leader as “big head (da nao dai)” in a group chat. To
amplify supportive narratives, they collectively commented on, shared,
and liked relevant videos, signalling popularity to the platform’s algo-
rithm and increasing the likelihood of wider promotion (Xu and Bailey,
2024). Conversely, when confronted with posts that stigmatised resi-
dents or undermined their interests, group leaders mobilised others to
report the content. If enough reports are submitted, it can trigger content
review mechanisms or even automated deletion, thereby reducing the
visibility and circulation of oppositional narratives.

These tactics enabled content on illegal evictions, compensation
disputes, or critiques of SOEs to remain online longer and reach broader
audiences. Such linguistic and algorithmic manoeuvring reflects the
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ability to “speak without saying,” enabling resistance to be sustained
while strategically mitigating the likelihood of state intervention (Perry,
2010; Tafti et al., 2024).

5.2.2. Toward a crescendo: the emergence of rightful resistance

Moreover, residents frequently engaged in collective mobilisation in
online group chats, seeking to amplify the visibility and effectiveness of
their resistance through coordinated actions. These included calls for
residents to mount “micro-resistance” by refusing to relocation under
ATT, lodging complaints about unlawful practices of SOEs, and
encouraging to submit government information disclosure requests.

Nevertheless, all these actions to local states were subsumed into
procedural “suppression”, resulting in no substantive policy change
(O’Brien and Li, 2006; Yao et al., 2021). The aforementioned complaint
filed by lawyer Sheng, languished in a prolonged limbo, characterised by
bureaucratic inertia and non-committal responses. Relevant de-
partments repeatedly invited this complainant to attend consultation
meetings and claimed that relevant investigations have initiated in-
vestigations. Yet the alleged misconduct of the SOE remained officially
unsubstantiated due to a purported lack of compelling evidence. As
Sheng noted, local authorities often respond to residents’ demands with
delays and passive handling:

“Now, every disclosure request I submitted is postponed, and when
the deadline comes, they [local states entities] simply tell me it cannot
be disclosed.” (Sheng, Group 2)

Also, one resident shared that he had contacted government hotlines
to inquire whether housing reform was being considered, only to receive
negative responses:

“A key reason, they said, is that the core area within the Second Ring
Road is designated for population decongestion. If the houses were
converted from public to private ownership, it would undermine that
purpose. In the end, it still depends on the higher-level authorities’ de-
cision.” (Lian, Group 1)

To respond, mobilised by several core leaders, this wave of digital
resistance reignited organised and offline actions aimed at drawing the
central government scrutiny to the unlawful practices of SOEs and local
states. These practices signalled a shift beyond the realm of everyday
resistance, with the emergence of rightful resistance.

In July 2025, initiated by several core group members, residents
made successive phone calls and jointly mailed petition letters to the
Central Inspection Team (CIT)” stationed in Beijing. They contended
that the ATT policy promoted by the Beijing municipal government was
unlawful and detrimental to their interests, and demanded either the
implementation of housing privatization reform or fair compensation. In
doing so, they also articulated an aspirational vision for the future of
historic neighbourhood regeneration: those who wish to remain could
improve living conditions and secure private ownership, while those
who choose to leave could enhance their household’s economic standing
through adequate relocation subsidies aligned with market rates.

However, this seemingly vigorous petition failed to elicit any sub-
stantive response from the authorities. The CIT informed residents that
telephone submissions would not be acknowledged and advised them to
mail hard-copy evidence instead. Those who complied later reported
that the CIT forwarded their materials to the Beijing municipal gov-
ernment, which in turn referred the matter to Xicheng District author-
ities. This has undoubtedly set their resistance back to the starting point.
Precisely because their earlier reports and requests for information
disclosure to the district government had been met with institutional
silence and bureaucratic inaction, residents were compelled to seek
recourse from the higher-level CIT.

From the perspective of promoting policy change, there have been no

5 The CPC Central Inspection Team is a top-level Party organ tasked with
supervising compliance with central policies and investigating misconduct in
local governments and state entities.
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notable effects of Beijing’s resistance to date. This is consistent with the
conclusions of many studies on everyday resistance, as resisters rarely
succeed in consolidating into sustained collective action (Lilja and
Vinthagen, 2018; Bandauko and Arku, 2025). In this case, residents
sought to push beyond the boundaries of everyday resistance by mobi-
lising more community members to lodge formal complaints and submit
collective petitions to the government to draw official attention. Such
actions edged up to the boundary of rightful resistance (O’Brien and Li,
2006; O’Brien, 2013). Some studies show that rightful resistance has
capability to yield partial victories and even policy adjustments,
compared with the subtler forms of everyday resistance (Cao, 2022;
Wen, 2023). Yet, similar with the rightful resistance in China’s Cigikou
renewal case (Smith, 2020), no elite alliances within the state have so far
emerged to support resisters, and residents’ successive resistance to-
wards the authorities have elicited only passive or non-committal
responses.

Nevertheless, this resistance has undeniably generated positive
psychological effects on residents. Even in face of passive government
responses, residents continued to encourage one another in group dis-
cussions, expressing hope that wider mobilisation might push for policy
change. As people put it in group chat:

“We’ve only taken the first step. We need to raise awareness and
build momentum. Once people awaken to the need for resistance, an
unstoppable force will emerge.” (Die, Group 2)

Through a range of online and offline activities, residents have
cultivated a collective identity as “old Beijinger”, recognising shared
experiences of “victimisation”, collaborating to articulate collective in-
terests, and offering mutual encouragements. The following group chat
exchange vividly demonstrates the emotional support shared among
residents:

“A lone voice is too weak, and small, scattered efforts are powerless
[to bring about change]. After joining this group, it feels like having a
backbone (zhu xin gu) to rely on. I no longer feel so lost and helpless.”
(Muyou, Group 2)

“There are so many of us, with so much wisdom! How could we
possibly lose to those bad people! I am confident we will succeed in
defending our rights!” (Mo, Group 2)

They have also exchanged knowledge and experience, fostered self-
development and deepened their understanding not only of their phys-
ical neighbourhoods but also of their social community. This aligns with
Li (2024)’s concept of “digital togetherness” and highlights an often-
overlooked positive dimension of resistance practices.

6. Conclusion and discussion

The purpose of this study is to investigate how residents construct
and transform their resistance repertoires across shifting power config-
urations, conceptualised through the lens of a fluid spectrum. The
findings presented in this paper reveal that resistance strategies are
inherently flexible and dynamic. This flexibility arises from the dual
pressures residents face under state-led gentrification: not only the dis-
ruptions to their everyday rhythms caused by newcomers, but also the
displacement pressure generated by policy implementation. As Lees
et al. (2018) observe, such acts of resistance represent the residents’
survivability to safeguard their everyday life from disruption, alteration,
and destruction, while simultaneously serving as powerful “weapons”
against social injustice (Scott, 1985).

Specifically, in the everyday encounters with newcomers, residents,
though economically disadvantaged, often assume a stronger social
position and rely on “weapons of the weak” (Scott, 1985) such as verbal
complaints, sabotage, or formal complaints to local authorities to defend
spatial rights and social norms. Yet, when facing state authorities, they
turn to digital spaces where discursive resistance, shaped by rules con-
sciousness, predominates. By invoking historical policies and legal
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frameworks (Perry, 2010; Wen, 2023), residents attempt to legitimise
their claims and mobilise the broader public by utilising platform-
specific rules. Nevertheless, these efforts yield only limited effects:
while resistance against newcomers occasionally drove some to move
out, everyday tactics targeting SOEs proved largely futile. When con-
fronting the overwhelming power of state authorities, the vast power
asymmetry renders everyday resistance largely ineffective. Many resi-
dents, through online mobilisation, sought to transcend the boundaries
of everyday resistance and move towards more overt forms of rightful
resistance (O’Brien and Li, 2006). They attempted to submit joint peti-
tions to CIT to expose the unlawful practices of SOEs and local author-
ities, aiming to leverage the central state’s intervention to pressure local
states into policy change. Such practices are common within China’s
property rights activism (Shin, 2013; Zhang et al., 2016). Resistance
may achieve partial success when it aligns with central state priorities
such as social stability (Zhang et al., 2016; He, 2019) or heritage pres-
ervation (Zhang et al., 2019; Cao, 2022), but it is unlikely to induce
policy change when mobilisation is limited or when the central and local
states share the same objectives (Liu et al., 2025a). In such cases,
bureaucratic inaction in the form of perfunctory responses and pro-
tracted procedural delays serves to silence residents’ voices (Smith,
2020).

It is worth noting that the dynamism and spectrum-like character of
resistance are often conditioned by the surrounding political contexts.
Resistance strategies do not emerge freely but are shaped as permissible
and practicable configurations negotiated within the constraints of
prevailing governance arrangements. In liberal democratic systems,
people power strategies extend across a broad spectrum, ranging from
rule-bound forms of public participation to organised and highly visible
social movements (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). In authoritarian con-
texts, by contrast, the range of available strategies is considerably more
restricted. As this study demonstrates, residents often rely on everyday
resistance to cope with pressures generated by dispersed newcomers,
while adopting more assertive and coordinated forms of rightful resis-
tance when confronting powerful actors such as SOEs and local au-
thorities. Across these different modalities, a defining feature of social
resistance in China is the deep entrenchment of rules consciousness
(Perry, 2010; Shin, 2013). This orientation favours non-violent and
loosely organised forms of resistance, which are less likely to provoke
repression and thus more likely to endure within the limited political
space available (Tafti et al., 2024).

Notably, both Western and Chinese scholarship on resistance refer to
strategies that involve “playing by the rules,” yet the meaning of this
approach differs significantly and must be understood within specific
governance contexts. Tattersall and Iveson (2021), for instance, use the
notion to describe how social actors utilise institutional channels to in-
fluence decision-making within existing governance frameworks.
Developed primarily from housing movements in democratic settings,
this strategy often represents an initial stage of contention that may later
escalate into more confrontational forms of mobilisation. By contrast,
Perry’s concept of rules consciousness reflects a more durable behav-
ioural orientation shaped by authoritarian political conditions. Rather
than functioning merely as an early tactical step, rule-conscious
engagement in China tends to operate as a guiding principle that
structures contention across different stages. In this sense, “playing by
the rules” does not necessarily lead to escalation but instead delineates
the boundaries within which resistance remains both viable and
legitimate.

These outcomes reveal the limitations of both everyday and rightful
resistance. Rooted in rules consciousness, these resistances are prag-
matic strategies that adapt to authoritarian governance (Tan and
Altrock, 2016), constrained by legal boundaries and dependent on
exploiting tensions between the central and local states (Perry, 2010;
Shin, 2013; Cao, 2022). This inevitably renders the outcomes of resis-
tance largely determined by state actors (Smith, 2020). Moreover, the
growing resilience of governance renders the failure of resistance almost
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inevitable (Yao et al., 2021). Earlier instances of successful rightful
resistance, supported by the central state, emerged during the era of real
estate-driven development, when claims centred on heritage destruction
or violent evictions (Huang et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2016; Cao, 2022).
Such arguments possessed strong moral and social legitimacy, resonated
with the central state's interests in stability and national pride, and thus
contributed to the shift from demolition and reconstruction to heritage-
oriented regeneration. In contrast, the current ATT policy derives its
legitimacy from the rhetoric of “heritage protection” and “voluntary
relocation”, which weakens the validity of current resistance. Claims
over unfair compensation are stigmatised in official discourse as “nail
households™ (Shin, 2013), portrayed as motivated by private interests
rather than moral justice, and thus fail to generate wider societal reso-
nance and mobilisation.

These findings indicate that China’s authoritarian governance has
cultivated a distinctive form of institutional resilience, continuously
reproduced through iterative processes of policy experimentation and
strategic adaptation. This resilient governance configuration creates
circumscribed spaces for resident resistance while leaving intact the
fundamentally exclusionary logics that underpin heritage-led regener-
ation. The state tolerates limited expressions of discontent and deploys
calibrated, “softened” forms of repression to diffuse, channel, and
contain resistance within politically manageable boundaries, ensuring
that dissent remains socially visible yet politically innocuous. When
resistance risks exceeding these limits, governance innovations are often
introduced to recalibrate policy instruments, redistribute marginal
benefits, or adjust institutional arrangements in order to restore equi-
librium. These adaptive responses constitute key mechanisms of
authoritarian resilience, enabling the absorption of social tensions
without compromising core state objectives (Yao et al., 2021). In this
sense, the emergence of heritage-led regeneration itself can be under-
stood as a strategic recalibration, arising partly in response to the intense
contestation generated by demolition-driven redevelopment during the
real-estate boom. The trajectory of resistance in Beijing’s historic
neighbourhoods thus not only reveals the limits of resident agency but
also highlights the dynamic, negotiated, and resilient character of
authoritarian urban governance.

Nevertheless, this does not negate the significance of residents’
resistance. These practices cultivate collective identity, foster “digital
togetherness”, and provide residents with psychological strength and
mutual support (Li, 2024). They also resonate with Honneth
(1995:124)’s “counterculture of compensatory respect”, which means
listening to the stories of residents who experience injustice constitutes,
in itself, an act of recognition (Knieriem et al., 2025). Both discursive
resistance on social media and petition-based rightful resistance rely
fundamentally on storytelling as a means of articulating claims for
dignity and acknowledgement. Although these practices seldom trans-
late into tangible material empowerment, they nevertheless carry sig-
nificant moral and emotional value for participants, providing
recognition, psychological relief, and a sense of solidarity. More
importantly, the fluid nature of resistance underscores that their rep-
ertoires remain an ongoing process, carrying the potential to carve out
new spaces of solidarity and hope. Future research would therefore
benefit from longitudinal and process-oriented approaches that trace
how repertoires of resistance shift alongside changing policies, socio-
technical infrastructures, and governance logics. Key questions remain
regarding the future trajectories of resistance in Beijing’s historic
neighbourhoods: whether community-based digital networks will
endure, fragment, or transform; whether residents’ claims may develop
into more formalised forms of collective contention; or whether resis-
tance will be gradually absorbed or neutralised through processes of
state adaptation.

This study, therefore, advances the understanding of resistance to
heritage-led gentrification in authoritarian China. First, it develops a
conceptual framework of “resistance as a spectrum” that captures the
dynamic interplay between different repertoires of contention across
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temporal, spatial, and power configurations. Rather than treating them
as discrete categories, the study shows how these repertoires interact
and transform into one another, often following a cyclical trajectory in
which residents move from everyday practices to more organised
rightful resistance and, when such efforts fail, return to everyday forms
(Smith, 2020). Within this spectrum, rightful resistance resembles a
frontal charge pursued through legally framed claims, while everyday
resistance functions as a sustainable rearguard position that preserves
space, resources, and hope. Social media platforms further mediate these
shifts by providing covert yet expansive avenues for mobilisation,
underscoring the fluid and genealogical nature of resistance repertoires.
Second, the study empirically examines whether and how resident
resistance persists under China’s increasingly stringent heritage con-
servation regime. Compared with the earlier era of real estate—driven
redevelopment, where contention centred on demolition and forced
eviction, resistance today appears more dispersed, adaptive, and digi-
tally mediated. By tracing these transformations, the study sheds light
on shifting configurations of China’s urban political economy and the
evolving politics of social resistance within heritage-led urban
transformation.
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